From surrealism to nature poetics : a study of prose poetry from Taiwan by YEH, Michelle
Journal of Modern Literature in Chinese 現代中文文學學報 
Volume 3 
Issue 2 Vol. 3.2 三卷二期 (2000) Article 6 
1-1-2000 
From surrealism to nature poetics : a study of prose poetry from 
Taiwan 
Michelle YEH 
University of California, United States 
Follow this and additional works at: https://commons.ln.edu.hk/jmlc 
Recommended Citation 
Yeh, M. (2000). From surrealism to nature poetics: A study of prose poetry from Taiwan. Journal of 
Modern Literature in Chinese, 3(2), 119-156. 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Centre for Humanities Research 人文學科研究中心 at 
Digital Commons @ Lingnan University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Journal of Modern Literature in 
Chinese 現代中文文學學報 by an authorized editor of Digital Commons @ Lingnan University. 
From Surrealism to Nature Poetics: 
A  Study of Prose Poetry from Taiwan
Michelle Yeh
Bom in the second half of the nineteenth century, prose 
poetry is a relative new genre in world poetry. An oxymoron, 
prose poetry rem ains an elusive term that defies precise, 
universal definitions. Whereas it is easy to distinguish prose 
poetry from poetry in terms of typography or form, it is not so 
straightforward to differentiate prose poetry from prose, because 
it hinges on what we mean by "poeticity." In this paper, my 
choice of examples will be based on two considerations; the first 
is the typ o g ra p h y  o f the poem , and the second is se lf- 
identification by the poets (with but one exception). I will also 
incorporate various critics' views on prose poetry, both French 
and Chinese.
Prose poetry as a distinct genre in Chinese literature was 
made possible by two historical factors: the translation of foreign 
poetry into modern vernacular prose and the introduction of 
Western prose poetry in the 1910s-20s. In the formative period 
of modern Chinese poetry, foreign poetry was as often translated 
into prose as into verse. A lthough Chinese translations of 
W estern prose poetry, itse lf a re lative ly new phenomenon, 
appeared as early as f 915, there was much confusion about the 
definition of the genre. We may say that the theoretical basis for 
prose poetry came tw© years later, from the Literary Revolution 
o f 1917. One o f the causes cham pioned by the L ite ra ry  
Revolution was, in the words of Hu Shi (1891-1963), "the great 
liberation of poetic form" (shiti dajiefang), and prose poetry 
clearly d istinguished itse lf from trad itiona l Chinese form s. 
Pioneers of modern poetry, such as Shen Yinmo (1883-1971), 
Liu Bannong (1889-1934), and Zhou Zuoren (1885-1969), all 
tried their hand at prose poetry at one point or another.
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The first important collection of Chinese prose poetry is Lu 
Xun’s l/W/d G厂ass (Vfecao)，which，published in 1927, contains 
twenty-two prose poems, a doggerel, and a prose preface. Wild 
Grass was a singular phenomenon in modem Chinese literary 
history, however, in that it found few predecessors or successors 
in the 1920s-30s. Given the fine quality of the work and Lu’s 
enorm ous influence as a w rite r on the* lite rary scene, one 
wonders why Wild Grass did not inspire much of a following. To 
answer this question, one must consider prose poetry in all 
pertinent literary and historical contexts.
Firstly, written over a two-year period in 1924-26, Wild 
Grass was a personal record during a particularly dark period in 
the poet’s life. As Lu Xun recalled, after the New Youth group 
dissolved，he “continued to roam in the desert,’ and his only 
outlet was to publish writings in various magazines. “When I had 
some minor thoughts or feelings, I wrote short pieces of prose 
or, to exaggerate, prose poems" (Lu 1989: 3; my emphasis). The 
choice of prose poetry was haphazard rather than conscious; it 
was more a matter o f convenience than a conscious formal 
experiment. The poet Xiang Ming (1928- ) even goes so far as 
to call Wild Grass ,la variation on [Lu's] miscellaneous prose" 
(Xiang Ming 2000: 161). After Wild Grass, Lu Xun never wrote 
prose poetry, nor even modern poetry, again.
More importantly, the dearth of Chinese prose poetry in the 
Republican period has to do with competition among existing 
literary models. Since the pioneer translations by Liu Bannong in 
the mid-191 Os, much Western prose poetry was translated into 
Chinese. The collection of Turgenev’s prose poems translated 
by Xu Weinan and Wang Weike in 1923 was well received, 
fo llow ed by another vo lum e by the same author in 1929, 
translated by Bai Di and Qing Ye (Luo Qing 1978). Others such 
as Baudelaire (usually considered the first prose poet) and 
Oscar Wilde were also available in Chinese. Why was it, then, 
that the popularity of prose poetry in translation did not lead to 
the thriving o f original Chinese prose poetry, except in the 
isolated case of Lu Xun mentioned above? Besides the vague 
definition of the genre, a major reason, in my view, is that prose 
poetry could hardly compete with such popular forms of modern
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poetry as the upetit poeme,i (xiaoshi) and the t(new regulated 
verse" (xin gelushi).
Xiaoshi typically consists of one to four lines. Although no 
more precisely defined than prose poetry, the petit poeme 
became immensely popular in the 1920s-30s. Its popularity had 
much to do with Zhou Zuoren, who translated Japanese haiku 
and ancient Greek epigram s and wrote several essays to 
promote the miniature form. Another source of influence noted 
by Zhou was the Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore (1861- 
1941), whose Stray Birds, a collection of three hundred and 
twenty-five epigram-like lyrics, was translated into Chinese in 
1922 by Zheng Zhenduo (1898-1958) and whose visit to China 
in 1924 created a national sensation. In his 1931 essay, Liang 
Shiqiu somewhat reluctantly acknowledged xiaoshi as lla new 
poetic form" and defined it as t(a description of a pure thought," 
“a record of momentary im pression，” or “an expression of a 
simple feeling" (Liang 1931: 3). The sim plicity and extreme 
economy of the petit poeme have made it a favorite with many 
Chinese poets since the May Fourth period (Yeh 1989). Many 
such poems were simply titled “Xiaoshi■” We may say that all 
active poets in the 1920s-30s wrote in this form, which appeared 
in every literary magazine. Bing Xin's (1900-1999) Myriad Stars 
(Fanxing) and Spring Water (Chunshui) and Zong Ba ihua^ 
(1897-1986) Floating Clouds (Liuyun), all published in 1923, 
remain the best-known examples of this genre.
Another major trend in the 1920s-30s was set by the 
Crescent School (Xinyue pai)—the name was derived from the 
title of Tagore's book of poetry— under the leadership of Xu 
Zhimo (1896-1931) and Wen Yiduo (1899-1946). Reacting to the 
indiscriminate relaxation of form in contemporary poetry, the 
Crescent School introduced the notion of the “new regulated 
verse," which emphasized formal beauty. Paraphrasing Bliss 
Perry’s analogy，Weri advanced the notion that “the stronger the 
poet, the more happily he dances with shackles" (Wen 1985: 
82). Further, Wen upheld the ideal that poetry expresses not 
only the beauty of music and painting but also the beauty of 
“architecture，” the latter referring specifically to the poetic form. 
Wen, Xu, and other Crescent poets, such as Zhu Xiang (1904- 
33) and Chen Mengjia (1911-66), all borrowed extensively from 
the West, including the sonnet and blank verse, and their work
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provided influential models in both theory and practice (Xi 1992). 
The emphasis on formal beauty led to the creation of the “new 
regulated verse,” which adopted meters and end rhymes and 
contained stanzas of uniform length. The perfectly rectangular 
typography of a regulated modern verse was mocked by critics 
as "dry tofu style" (doufugan ti). Others who did not belong to the 
Crescent School also engaged in similar efforts, including Lu 
Zh iw ei (1894-1970), Liang Zongdai (1903-83), Lin Geng 
(1910-), and Wu Xinghua (1921-1966). \  -
The form ative period o f modern Chinese poetry was 
characterized by a w ide range of experim ents, form al or 
otherwise. Although prose poetry was nqver wholly absent (even 
the C rescen t poets occa s io n a lly  w ro te  prose poem s), it 
competed poorly with other genres, such as the petit poeme and 
the new regu la ted  verse . No d o u b t，the “po lym orph ism , 
in d e s c r ib a b ility ，and e lus iveness  o f th is  pu ta tive  ge n re ” 
(Beaujour 1983: 49) probably confused rather than appealed to 
the Chinese poets in search of new directions for the burgeoning 
modern poetry. Serious explorations of the genre would have to 
wait for two more decades.
As the Japanese invasion escalated and China entered 
the full-blown War of Resistance in 1937, poets were called 
upon to serve the country with their writings. To rally the people 
to the urgent cause of national survival, it was important that 
poetry jo in  the ranks o f R esistance L ite ra ture  (kangzhan 
wenxue). In response to the call, many poets changed their 
styles virtually overnight, creating a poetry that lent itself to easy 
memorization and quick circulation. The results were l,poetry for 
rec ita tion ,) (langsongshi), lls tree t-corner poetry" (jietoushi), 
,fpopulist poetry" (dazhongshi), and the like, all of which were 
expressed in an accessible, uplifting language, regular verse 
forms, and singsong rhythm. They could not be more different 
from prose poetry, which could not serve the purpose of mass 
mobilization. A rare example of prose poetry in the 1940s was Ji 
Xian (1913- ), who wrote under the penname Louis (Luyishi) 
until he left the mainland for Taiwan in the winter of 1948. We will 
return to him later.
Prose poetry did not fare well in Mao's China, where the 
formula of ^classical + folk" (gudian jia  min^e) prevailed for 
decades as the sanctioned norm, which by definition precluded
體韋庚華  乾志林興 腐 陸  吳  豆  岱
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prose poetry. Further, the explicit subordination of literature and 
art to political causes stifled creativity in general and left little 
room for experimentation. Thus, we see a sharp downward 
trajectory for prose poetry from the 1920s to the 1970s. The 
form has only begun to re-emerge in mainland China since the 
mid-1980s.
Prose Poetry in Taiwan
In contrast, prose poetry has found fe rtile  ground in 
Taiwan. Modern poetry first appeared in Taiwan in the 1920s 
during the latter part of the Japanese Occupation period (1895- 
1945). In the 1920s-40s, however, prose poetry was a negligible 
genre. The few examples we have almost all came from the Le 
Moulin poets. Le Moulin Poetry Society (Fengche shishe) was 
founded by seven poets (four Chinese and three Japanese) in 
Tainan in March 1933. Contrary to the mainstream of realism at 
the time, Le Moulin advocated surrealism and was the most 
experimental group of poets in colonial Taiwan. Extant writings 
suggest that Le Moulin did not emphasize prose poetry despite 
the fact that many French surrealists wrote in this genre. For 
instance, in the work of Yang Chichang (1908-94), the leading 
light of the poetry society, although we sometimes see a mixture 
of free verse and prose poetry, such as in “The Nun” （Nigu) and 
“Collected Poems on the Island” （Haidao shiji)，there does not 
appear to be a conscious use of the genre. The fact that the 
subtitle of his sequence “G ardener’s Handbook” （Yuanding 
shouce) is “Poetry ahd Prose” further suggests that he was 
unaware of the distinction between prose poetry and other 
genres. s *
Among the Le Moulin poets, Qiu Yinger stands out for 
having le ft b e h in d ,a t least two prose poem s: “W in te r o f 
Homesickness” （Xiangchou zhi dong), written in early 1935, and 
“Starless Night” （Meiyou xingxing de yewan)，published in 1935- 
Let us look at the first poem:
Like an anthill, a straw hut among dry, peeled branches, in which 
lay the sighs of a sick old man, listening to the forlorn funeral 
march flowing from trembling sorrow. I am a downtrodden man 
looking for shelter, a wanderer sobbing from fatigue and
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heartache, remembering as I smoke the pipe of a despairing life, 
gazing at the lean moon, inebriated with homesickness.
(Yang 1982: 283; translation mine)
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Lyrical in tone, the short prose poem conveys the dominant 
mood of nostalgia through the unity of imagery. The description 
of an old man living in a makeshift tree house may well be a 
metaphor for the poet-narrator and the miserable condition he 
finds himself in. Images of smoking, inebriation, wandering, and 
death evoke unmistakably a life of despair and abandon, which 
is reminiscent of much French symbolist^poetry, but the poem is 
flawed by repetitiveness and explicitness.
With the folding of its journal in 19^4 after only four issues, 
Le Moulin Poetry Society ceased to exist. From 1934 to 1945, 
the end o f the co lon ia l period , p rose poe try  was hard ly 
noticeable in Taiwan. The situation took a dramatic turn in the 
1950s.
The 1950s-60s are rightly regarded as the golden age of 
modern poetry in Taiwan. Despite the reign of "White Terror" 
under the Nationalist regime (Guomindang), modern poetry 
flourished in the postwar period, largely due to the pioneering 
efforts of such groups as: Modern Poetry Quarterly (Xiandaishi 
jikan) and the Modernist School (Xiandaipai), founded by Ji Xian 
in 1953 and 1956, respectively; Blue Star (Lanxing), founded by 
Qin Zihao (1912-63), Zhong Dingwen (1914- ), and Xia Jing 
(1927- ) in 1954; and Epoch (Chuangshiji), founded by Luo Fu 
(1928- ), Zhang Mo (1931- ), and Ya Xian (1932- ), also in 
1954.
In postwar Taiwan, not only were the living conditions 
generally bleak and harsh, the political and social climate was 
also repressive and depressing in the wake of the February 28th 
Incident of 1947 (in which GMD troops brutally suppressed local, 
populist rebellions) and the 1949 exodus of the GMD, along with 
nearly two million refugees, from the mainland. In the cultural 
sphere, modern poets were faced with a dual challenge: they 
had to establish the leg itim acy o f modern poetry vis-a-vis 
classical poetry on one hand, and resist the pressure and 
temptations of the officially endorsed ((anti-communist, counter- 
Soviet literature'' (fangong kang'e wenxue) on the other. Against 
this background, the rapid growth of modern poetry in postwar
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Taiwan is truly remarkable. I have argued that the success of 
modern poetry was the result of two “strategies，” which were 
perhaps more unconsciously than consciously adopted by the 
unorthodox poets, with Ji Xian as their charismatic mentor. The 
first strategy was to appropriate cultural resources from the 
establishment for the promotion of experimental modern poetry; 
the  second was to advance  a m odern poe tics  c le a rly  
distinguished from the classical tradition (Xi 2000; Yeh 2001). I 
will summarize these two strategies briefly.
No direct confrontation was mounted by the unorthodox 
poets against official literature for the simple reason that not only 
would it entail serious political consequences, it would also be 
counter-productive for their purposes anyway. In fact, many, with 
Ji X ian and Ya X ian as the m ost success fu l exam ples, 
participated in the poetry contests and other related activities 
(fo r exam ple, pub lic poetry readings and correspondence 
courses in poetry) sponsored by the authorities, which offered 
generous prizes and honoraria, broad publication outlets, as well 
as the less tangible, symbolic capital of official recognition. 
These valuable resources were then transferred to private 
venues, i.e., to fund poetry journals founded and edited by the 
unorthodox poets. What took place, in effect, was a creative 
conversion of one kind of cultural capital (official) into another 
(private), and the result was the carving out of a space on the 
cultural scene, in which literary experiments could be carried out 
in a relatively free, unhindered manner. When one compares the 
prize-winning poems written by Ji Xian or Ya Xian and the work 
that they published in the privately run journals, the contrast 
could not be greater Poems written for the official press were 
predictably utilitarian, even propagandist, in nature. Not only 
were they thematically predictable, expressing, for instance, 
homesickness for the lost motherland, condemnation of the 
demonic CCP, or patriotism and undying love for Mother China, 
they were also linguistically and form ally conservative, with 
formulaic language and regular rhymes. In essence, they were 
no different from the anti-communist songs, also rewarded by 
the GMD and p rom u lga ted  th rough  the s ta te -co n tro lle d  
educational system and mass media. The fact that those prize­
winning poems were never included in the poets' individual 
c o lle c tio n s  fu rth e r sugg es ts  th a t the poets w ished to
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disassociate themselves from such writings and to be judged 
only by their serious, “artistic” work.
The other cha llenge to modern poetry was soc ie ty ’s 
privileging of classical poetry. A lthough modern poetry had 
established itself as an accepted form of literature since the May 
Fourth era, in the culturally conservative climate of postwar 
Taiwan classical poetry continued to enjoy a much higher 
sym bolic status and the lion's share o f cultural resources. 
Classical poetry was a central part of the national standardized 
curricula, and the writing of classical poetry was prestigious and 
popular among the elites, who tended to look down on modern 
poetry as simple and shallow. Vis-a-vis the prejudice against 
modern poetry, the unorthodox m odern poets adopted a 
confrontational rather than cooperative approach, and Ji Xian 
led the effort to define modern poetry in contradistinction from 
classical poetry.
A self-appointed heir to the Literary Revolution of 1917, Ji 
Xian announced a second revolution to bring about further 
modernization of Chinese poetry. Although he was neither a 
systematic theorist nor a sophisticated literary critic, his editorials 
in the Modern Poetry Quarterly and other essays nevertheless 
outlined an am bitious poetics that defined poetry anew in 
fundam ental ways. According to him, poetry should not be 
treated as an elegant pastim e, in which the cultura l elites 
dabbled in their leisure, but it was to be taken seriously, as an 
art, a vocation, even a calling. The invocation of poetry as a 
personal religion was hitherto unprecedented not only in Taiwan 
but probably also in the entire history of modern Chinese poetry.
The im p lic it re fe ren ce  to c lass  d iffe re n ce  is a lso  
noteworthy. In Ji Xian’s words, classical poetry belonged “in the 
在朝 在野 court” （za/ c/?ao)，whereas modem poetry was “in the wild” （za/ 
ye). The great majority of the modern poets associated with the 
private poetry societies came from lower economic strata, with 
many being young servicemen, refugee or local students, and 
teachers at public schools. Social and economic disadvantages 
notwithstanding, they proudly asserted their independence and 
dignity as poets, insisting that they be judged only by their poetry 
and their poetry be judged only by criteria intrinsic to art rather 
than by extrinsic considerations (for example, social status, 
p o lit ic a l backg round , econ om ic  p o s itio n ). In sho rt, the
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unorthodox poets sought to establish poetry as pure art and 
defended the autonomy of art and the nonconformity of the poet.
We may ask, what are the intrinsic criteria for modern 
poetry? From his writings published in the 1950s-60s, we may 
deduce three principles central to Ji Xian’s “modernist” poetics. 
First, unlike classical poetry, which was bound by predetermined 
forms, modern poetry was supposed to create its own form 
based on the inherent demand of the content, hence the dictum: 
^content determines fom " (neirong jueding xingshi). Second, Ji 
Xian dismissed prosody, a defining feature of classical Chinese 
poetry. Drawing on the poetic discourse of Fei Ming (1901-67), 
whom he greatly admired, Ji Xian held that modern poetry 
should be written in prose rather than in verse. Finally, free from 
predetermined forms and traditional prosody, modern poetry was 
to dissociate itself from song. Classical Chinese poetry has been 
in se p a ra b le  from  m usic  from  the ve ry  beg inn ing . Many 
traditional forms were in fact originally songs, comparable to the 
ballad, the madrigal, or the aria in the Western tradition. By 
decoupling poetry from song, Ji Xian redefined the musicality of 
poetry，hence the dictum: “Poetry is poetry, song is song，we do 
not say 'poem-song1 [shige]n (Ji Xian 1955: [131]).
These interrelated concepts challenged the time-honored 
Chinese poetic tradition in fundamental ways. Liberated from all 
extrinsic constraints, modern poets were free to engage in 
formal and stylistic experiments. The 1950s-60s witnessed a 
wide variety of such experiments, ranging from concrete poetry 
and prose poetry to symbolism and surrealism. On the other 
hand, the abandonment of predetermined forms and prosody 
and the decoupling of poetry from song were so radical that they 
have remained a hindrance to broad-based appreciation of 
modern Chinese poetry. To this day, one of the most common 
criticisms voiced by the public is still that modern poetry does not 
have the mnemonic sound-patterns and memorable musicality 
of its traditional counterpart. To some extent, such discontent 
underlined the “campus folksong” movement in the mid-1970s， 
which was an effort launched by the younger generation to 
popularize modern poetry by re-uniting poetry with music and 
turning modern poems into songs.
内容決定形式 
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Milestones in Prose Poetry
A lthough not a ll m odern poe try  s ince  the 1950s is 
rhymeless or free verse, the de-emphasis on formal patterns has 
been conducive to the development of prose poetry. For many 
unorthodox poets, the paradoxical union of “prose” and “poetry” 
(unde rs tood  as p o e tic ity )  is its e lf  a' bold, cha lle n g in g  
undertaking. The impulse for freedom is not dissimilar to those in 
which prose poetry arose in France in the,second half of the 
nineteenth century. That "the prose poem should have emerged 
from  French so il is due in la rge   ^m easu re— and so 
paradoxically—to the very tyranny of French verse. Had it not 
been for Rimbaud^ battle with the alexandrine, the poeme en 
prose as we know it would probably not have been born" 
(Breunig 1983: 11). The rise of a new genre always represents a 
response to ex is ting  cond itions. In ligh t o f the fo rego ing  
discussion on the sociocultural and specifically literary contexts 
in which modern poetry developed in Taiwan in the 1950s-60s, I 
argue that the emergence and flourishing of prose poetry at this 
particular time was no accident. With no rhyme or regular form, 
neither singable nor even recitable in the conventional sense, 
prose poetry was diametrically opposed to the officially endorsed 
anti-communist poetry on one hand, and to the revered classical 
Chinese poetry on the other. A radical departure from the 
(official-cultural and traditional poetic) norms, prose poetry thus 
embodied a twofold rebellion. Contextualizing the genre in this 
way allows us to fully appreciate the dissent and iconoclasm 
implicit in prose poetry in postwar Taiwan.
Although his poetic discourse in the 1950s-60s was not 
favorable to the genre, Ji Xian was no stranger to prose poetry. 
His oeuvre, in fact, contains many prose poems. Typically, these 
poems employ a simple but vivid colloquial language, adopt an 
introspective perspective of the poet-narrator, and are full of 
fantastic images that surprise and delight. Often they present a 
monologue, in which the first-person narrator engages in soul- 
searching. Subject matters vary, but not much. They usually fall 
within two categories: first, the poefs contemplations on time, 
highlighting the conflict between the tyranny of Time and the 
immortality of the creative human spirit; second, explorations of 
psychological complexity, which often takes the form of the battle
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between the individual and society, between the ego and the 
superego.
A representative example is <(MaskH (Mianju):
I am alive, in much pain, because I can distinguish good from 
evil, the real from the unreal; besides, I have a dual personality.
I have to wear a mask when walking on the street, shopping, 
working in the office, socializing with ladies and gentlemen at 
banquets, acting politely, conversing politely, to give people a 
good impression.
On all occasions, in front of everybody, I never forget to wear the 
mask, to adapt to all sorts of environments, to get along with all, 
so that they won't say Tm mentally ill and send me off to an 
asylum.
But when I return to my humble room in peace, I lock the door 
and windows to isolate myself from the outside world, so nobody 
can see me, nobody can hear me. Then I take off the mask; I 
throw it down hard, and my soul is lit up.
I can yell, or sigh; I can cry or laugh like a child, or sing a 
meaningless song to move myself.
Only when I’m alone is my existence real; only when I’m alone is 
my action pure; only in my own world do I have free will.
Here Tm the actoV, and the only audience; here I'm God, and the 
only believer. I yvorship myself, I bless myself. Here, fanatic yet 
calm, intoxicated yet sober, I dream a boundless dream, a 
transient yet permanent dream.
I can crawl on the floor, and roll around; I can sit in my chair, 
without a word. I look at myself, listen to myself. I can dissect 
myself with a scalpel. My solemnity is ludicrous; my 
ludicrousness is solemn.
I can imitate Don Quixote riding a lean horse and charging at the 
windmill with a long spear, causing myself to burst into 
uncontrollable laughter.
面具
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This way I can watch my own show, and use the most 
acrimonious words in the world to mock myself, sneer at myself, 
hit the nail on the head and at the same time discover my 
greatness.
(Ji Xian 1978: 118-20; translation mine)
The first-person narrator dominates Ji Xian's work. Sometimes 
explicitly autobiographical, other times symbolic or archetypal, 
the T  in Ji Xian clearly identifies with the ppet. ((MaskH presents 
a recurrent motif in Ji Xian's mature work, which celebrates the 
poet as a solitary, tormented, even insane individual, whose 
solitude and pain are intensified by his sell^reflexivity and acute 
sens itiv ity  to his d iffe rence from  the r6st of society. A lso 
characteristic of the best of his work, the poet-narrator does not 
wallow in bitterness, self-pity, or self-aggrandizement, but he 
adroitly strikes a balance between the confessional and the 
ironic mode, between romantic outbursts and parody, revealing 
the paradox of the self as both noble and despicable, both proud 
and humble (Xi 1992).
Written in 1946, “Mask” in many ways presaged what was 
to come in modern poetry. The almost schizophrenic condition to 
which the poet-narrator is driven makes a poignant comment on 
the hypocritical, repressive society in which he lives. The tension 
between the individual and the collective , signified by the 
singular T  and the plural “they，” characterizes much of the 
商禽 poe try  in the 1950s-60s, as re p resen ted  by Shang Q in 
碧 果 白 萩  (1930- )，Ya Xian，Luo Fu，Bi Guo (1932- ),B a iQ iu  (1937- ) ， 
and o the rs  (Xi 1996). It is ha rd ly  su rp ris in g  th a t th is  
uncompromising spirit found a correspondence in the rebellious, 
unfettered form of prose poetry.
“Mask” also reveals three aspects of Ji Xian’s work as a 
whole that were to exert a significant influence on the younger 
generation of poets in postwar Taiwan: the fantastic imagination, 
the self-dissecting, self-reflexive angle, and the critical-parodic 
m ode. In the 1950s-60s, these  aspec ts  found d iffe re n t 
expressions in a diverse group o f poets. For example, the 
管管 fantastic imagination became a staple of the works of Guan 
Guan (1929 - ) ，who a lso  b rings  to p rose poe try  his
characteristically naive point of view, meandering sentences, 
idiosyncratic punctuation, and mesmerizingly repetitive language
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with a touch of the rustic Shandong dialect (which, unfortunately, 
is lost in translation). His “Passer-by” （Guoke) reads as follows:
With open mouths the flower buds are shouting. What are they 
shouting about? Spring lives at the tips of Older Sister's long 
braids. Baby swallows cannot find the current house number. 
Fingernails of grass pinch the embroidered shoes on an outing.
Stepping on my shoulders, a butterfly passes by.
2 _
I see you in a fan. Night. I use a bamboo pole to knock down the 
stars. Just like autumn knocking down persimmons from the 
trees. Night. Laden with eyes. Frog eyes, so hot. Why doesn't 
Earth jump down for a bath?
That sunflower wears a rainbow around its neck. 
3.
In the woods.
Fruit and fruit mumble. Mumble. Complain about the wind. 
Say that he shouldn’t have. Really shouldn’t have. Cut our short 
slips into a kaleicfoscope of colors. Kaleidoscope of colors. And 
let the shoes of ayoung man with a stand-up collar pass by.
As he smoked./ »
4.
I gather up spring summer autumn and bum them in the brazier. 
Each time one burns. I utter a cry. Another cry. Another is 
burned. This is sick. Firecrackers will speak to you. I will ride a 
donkey to deliver the news of death from one house to another.
“Dark fragrance wafts under the moon at dusk.”
(Lo and Shen 1994: 142; translation mine)
過客
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The poem is divided into four sections, corresponding to the four 
seasons. Section 1 depicts the joy of spring, whose refreshing 
beauty and vitality is reflected in the images of new life (flower 
buds and new born  sw a llo w s), lig h tn e ss  (sw a llow s  and 
butterflies), vibrant colors (green grass) and sound. Section 2 
focuses on the warm summer night (hence the fan) with its star- 
studded sky. Frogs also evoke the sound df summer. Section 3 
is set in the autumn orchard with ripened fruit; the kaleidoscope 
of colors is a reference to autumn leaves. The final section 
signals the end of the year. The brazier evokes the winter cold, 
and the firecrackers are associated with tfje Chinese New Year 
at the end of winter.
The title of the poem refers to the inevitable passage of 
time as concretized in the seasons that come and go. The 
seasons pass, and so do humans. Despite the fairytale-like 
scenes, throughout the poem there is a somber undertone, 
which derives from the theme of impermanence. That the baby 
swallows cannot find the ^current house number" suggests the 
vississitudes of the human world. Older Sister, with her long 
braided hair and embroidered shoes, is young and vivacious like 
a flower bud, but she is also like a frail, short-lived butterfly. 
Similarly, the rainbow in Section 2 and the falling leaves in 
Section 3 both conjure up a sense of transient beauty. Against 
the autumn backdrop, the image of the young man passing by 
intimates a story— perhaps a love story in connection with Older 
Sister—that ends sadly. Sadness escalates in the final section, 
when winter represents a time of rest as well as the season of 
death. The last line comes from a well-known classical poem; 
the image of wafting fragrance as the night falls and the moon 
slow ly rises conveys a sense o f haziness and trans ition . 
Whether we view it from the perspective of a year, a season, or 
a day, we are all passers-by in life and in nature.
Compared to Ji Xian, Guan Guan's prose poem reveals a 
more w is tfu l but less to rm ented  vo ice. The id y llic  scene 
contrasts sharply with the urban setting in Ji Xian's work, and the 
underlying harmony between humans and nature may account 
fo r the absence of con flic t in Guan Guan. Instead o f the 
antithesis between self and society, Guan Guan relies more on 
the fantastic mode with fanciful, fairytale-like qualities. If the 
surprise and delight in much of Ji Xian’s poetry is still to be found
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in Guan G uan, it o ften  assum es the form  o f m ag ica l 
metamorphosis.
The self-dissecting angle and the ironic-parodic mode took 
on more depth as the younger generation of poets became 
interested in European existentialism  and surrealism, which 
provided what is arguably the most important source of poetic 
inspiration for many, including most members of the Epoch 
Poetry Society, in the 1950s-60s. Xiu Tao’s (1934- ) “White 
Sprint" (Baise de chongci) from the 1950s offers a fine example:
At the eastern end of the bathroom hangs an elongated mirror 
four meters long and half a meter wide. There I have a date with 
myself every day. Afterwards, nobody cries. I come back; the 
self comes back too.
How I regret that I stared at it more than a few times one day. 
But you can't blame me, for I saw him standing stiffly, 
bewildered: below, a potbelly purchased from the market over a 
long period of time; above, like a scrounged old novel 
abandoned in a corner of the house; desire brimming hopelessly 
in his eyes. At first I spoke softly, asking him what he needed. 
Then I had to raise my voice and shout, so loudly that it almost 
went beyond my range; he only grew sad and was on the brink 
of tears. Ah, a man so indifferent yet so badly in need of pity! I 
had to take a few steps back, get into the ready position, lift my 
arms, and dart toward him.
And the wall was white, as white as I was fierce.
* (Zhang and Ya 1961: 64; translation mine)
Similar to Ji Xian’s ‘’‘Mask，” “White Sprint” presents two selves, 
the T  living in the physical world and the inner self. Also similar 
to “Mask,” it is the inner self that sees and articulates the truth. 
“White Sprint，” however, takes self-reflexivity a step further and 
approaches the se lf from  a more detached point of view. 
Although the mirror is a common symbol in modern Chinese 
poetry through which to represent the “affirmation, distortion, or 
destruction of the self by projecting its feeling or thought” （Li 
1979: 238)，the degree of dramatization to which the symbol is
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here deve loped , supp lem en ted  w ith  m inute  d e ta ils , is 
exceptional. In contrast to, and inseparable from, the dramatic 
twist is the low-key, matter-of-fact tone with which the narrator 
describes the event. It is as if the narrator—and, by extension, 
the reader—takes it as universally true that one has a diurnal 
“date” with oneself，after which neither is supposed to cry, and 
that one can dart into a mirror trying to rescue oneself. The 
incongruity between the surrealist contents of the experience 
and the carefully controlled tone with which such experience is 
narrated compels the reader to go beyond the literal level of the 
narrative to seek out and reflect on what it does not tell explicitly.
In Xiu Tao’s poem，the self in the physical world is haggard 
and pitiful, bogged down by all kinds of neglects, constraints, 
and expectations. Although he still longs for transcendence, it 
remains an unattainable dream. There are two clues to the 
futility of the heroic rescue attempt of the inner self. First, the 
narrator (who is the inner self) tells us that he regrets having 
made the a ttem pt. Further, the short, dang ling  line tha t 
concludes the poem confirms his failure, as suggested by the 
fiercely white wall on which the mirror hangs. Just as the illusion 
of the mirror as a path to another world is shattered by the 
so lid ity  o f the wall, so the unified se lf is proven to be an 
impossible goal. If this is a sad comment on the condition of 
human existence, the poem nevertheless reveals that the 
understanding of such impossibility is itself an opening to the 
world of truth and authenticity.
The b lending o f the fan tas tic  and the iron ic-parod ic  
culminates in the prose poetry of Shang Qin. From the mid- 
1950s to the present, he has been the most important Chinese 
writer of prose poetry and is still the only one whose stature and 
in fluence as a m ajor poet is based on th is genre. Varying 
degrees of affinity are discernible with older and contemporary 
poets, including some whom we have discussed so far: Lu Xun 
(whose Wild Grass he first read as a teenager when he was 
locked up by the GMD in a storage house full of books), Ji Xian, 
Xiu Tao, and, to a lesser degree, Guan Guan.
Typically, a Shang Qin prose poem begins as a narrative 
set in an everyday situation, with indicators of the where, when, 
and who involved. As the narrative develops, however, a twist is 
introduced abruptly to throw the reader off the normal path, so to
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speak, by turning the fam iliar into the bizarre. The effect of 
incongruity results from clashing semiotic planes, which further 
suggest conflicting perceptual, epistemic, and value systems at 
a deeper level. Incongruity, in other words, serves as a means of 
inserting a wedge into the world of conventional perceptions and 
soc ie ta l norms, s tripp ing  it o f the veneer o f com fortab le , 
respectable familiarity, and revealing what lies beneath it. For 
Shang Qin, the world of conventional perceptions and societal 
norms creates artificial boundaries that stifle individuality and 
mask hypocrisy and vacuity. While turning it upside down, he 
points to a more natural, creative, and authentic way of being, 
symbolized above all by the innocent child and the true poet.
Shang Qin acknowledges his indebtedness to Lu Xun’s 
Wild Grass. The two poets have in common the self-reflexive 
and critical approach and the dramatic effect typically conveyed 
through a narrative framework. However, a more significant 
source of influence may be French. Calling it an "exploration of 
dua lity," Tzvetan Todorov uses three rhetorica l figures to 
describe the French prose poem: incongruity, ambivalence, and 
antithesis (1983: 64-65). These terms aptly describe Shang 
Qin's prose poetry briefly summarized above: the incongruity 
between two semiotic planes; the ambivalence with regard to the 
transition from one to the other; and the antithesis between the 
individual (the poet) and the society. The correspondence is no 
accident. Shang Qin developed a serious interest in surrealism 
in the mid-1950s, before it became popular in Taiwan, and he 
has continued to identify with surrealist poetics to this day. The 
deconstructive thrusti of his prose poetry bespeaks a profound 
affinity with French surrealism (Yeh 1996).
Since Shang.Qin’s prose poetry is relatively more readily 
available to English readers and I have discussed it in detail 
elsewhere, I will not give any specific example here. Suffice it to 
say that his prose poetry since the 1950s occupies a preeminent 
position in Taiwan, and few contemporary poets who write in this 
genre are free o f his in fluence. In a recent essay on the 
aesthetics of prose poetry, Xiao Xiao holds that prose poetry in 
Taiwan has two salient features: fictional intent" (xiaoshuo qitu) 
and "shocking e ffect" (songli xiaoying) (X iao X iao 1998). 
“Fictional intent” evokes the narrative framework that we have 
seen, for instance, in Ji Xian, Xiu Tao, and Shang Qin, and
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“shocking effect” generalizes the incongruity，ambivalence, and 
antithesis that we identify in much of their work. In view of the 
foregoing discussion, it is clear that Xiao Xiao’s analysis hardly 
applies to pre-1949 Chinese prose poetry but derives from the 
work of Ji Xian, Shang Qin, and others in the 1950s-60s. As for 
the numerous followers since the 1970s, Xiao Xiao singles out 
蘇紹連渡也  Su Shaolian (1949- ) and Du Ye (1953- ) as the most 
accomplished. Both have published books of prose poetry: Su’s 
驚心散文詩 Srtoc/c/叩  Prose Poems (J/ngx/V? sanwe/is(?/) came out in 1990,
and Du Yefs /Was/(— harking back to Ji Xiarn's poem by the same 
title— appeared in 1993, although the poems contained there 
were written much earlier. Of these two poets, I will focus on Su 
because I consider him a stronger poet, t
Su Shaolian
Born and raised in Taizhong (Taichung) in central Taiwan, 
Su Shaolian published his first book of poetry in 1968, and his 
first published poems were in the genre of prose poetry. In the 
early 1970s, he began to compose a series of prose poems 
titled “Shocking,” and by 1978 he had written a total of sixty 
poems, which were published in poetry journals before they 
were finally collected in a book in 1990. The “Shocking” series 
has received universal praise from critics and poets, but a 
com prehens ive  assessm en t o f its accom p lishm en ts  and 
limitations is still unavailable.
Similarities between Su’s “Shocking” series and Shang 
Qin’s early works are immediately noticeable. Thematically, the 
loss of innocence, death, the passage of time, and life's sorrow 
are common in the works of both poets. The critique of hypocrisy 
偽裝 in Su’s “Disguise” （Weizhuang) reminds the reader of some of 
Shang Qin’s prose poems. In terms of structure，like the older 
poet, Su usually begins a poem with a realist scene drawn from 
everyday life一whether it is teaching a class of elementary 
students (SuJs occupation in real life), going to a movie, or 
running into a childhood friend— and ends with a fantastic 
transformation: the teacher turns into a jungle survivor who has 
narrowly escaped the attack of a wild beast; after the movie, the 
face o f the m ovie s ta r on the screen is im prin ted on the 
m emories o f m ovie-goers; the narra tor trave ls across the
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mountains and rivers in the mind of his childhood friend.
Unlike Shang Qin, however, Su always divides his prose 
poem into two stanzas, with the first presenting the mundane 
scene and the second introducing the twist. This is consistent 
with the poefs own statement about his creative process. When 
he writes each poem，according to Su，“it is as if I were standing 
before a grotesque painting or in the midst of the theatre of the 
absurd. Then I fictionalize the plot, which cannot be found in 
reality, and build up the shock effect. Further, I play a role in the 
performance myself…” （Su 1990: 142). A poem typically depicts 
a movement from the realm of the concrete and real to the 
abstract and imaginary. (1Heartquake>, (Xinzhen), for instance, 
begins with the arrival of an earthquake, a phenomenon that, as 
the September 1999 earthquake painfully reminds the world, is 
fa r too com m on in Taiwan. Soon, however, the physica l 
ea rthqua ke  tu rn s  in to  a “ h e a rtq u a k e ,” as the n a rra to r 
contemplates the breaking of the family line linking him to his 
father, grandfather, and so on. The fear for one's physical safety 
is replaced by the psychological and spiritual concern that the 
stone statue of patrilineality has collapsed. The last line of the 
poem reads: “because my son is inside me，I won’t let him know 
where I collapsed” （18). The narrator’s determination to maintain 
patrilineal continuity reveals his anxiety that traditional values 
are indeed on the decline and perhaps have already “collapsed” 
in the modern world.
Although the tone of both poets is detached and low-key, 
Su's work has a more somber mood, sometimes shockingly so. 
Im ages o f nausea ,^cry ing , and death are leg ion in Su 's 
“Shocking” series. Other recurrent images found in both include: 
shadows, stars, thQ child, and ladders. In particular, Su’s 
assoc ia tion  o f s ta rs  w ith  tears, in “ Landscape P a in tin g ” 
(Shanshui hua) and “Flag Language” （Q iyu)，echoes Shang 
Qin's "Night Song on Odd-Numbered Days" (Feng danri de 
yege)_ His “Television Set” （Dianshiji) echoes Shang Qin’s “Fire 
Extinguisher” （Miehuoji), A comparison of these last two poems 
illustrates both similarities and differences between the poets.
心震
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“Fire Extinguisher” by Shang Qin:
At noon when anger arose, I glared at the fire extinguisher on 
the wall. A child came up to me and said: Took! There are two
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fire extinguishers in your eyes■” Because of his innocent 
confession, I pinched his cheeks and smiled, but could not help 
crying. I saw two me's crying separately in his eyes. He did not 
tell me how many him's he saw in the mirrors of my tears.
(Yeh 1994: 112)
“Television Set” by Su Shaolian:
The deep, dark sky moves in the eyes*of the blind child. I ask 
him: 1 Are you watching the sky?'1 The child answers: tlNo, I'm 
watching TV.” Faced with the emptines歹 before me，I can’t help 
asking: “Where is the TV?” Saddened，the child utters: “It’s . . .  
it’s . . . ” and points at me. There are deep dark，rolling teardrops 
in his eyes.
Then I can’t help stretching my arms upward，which turn 
miraculously into tall antennae; my eyes can’t help expanding in 
four directions and turn into a screen; my body becomes the 
frame, touching the floor. At last, I see a deep, dark television set 
in the child's eyes, and walking on the tear-flowing screen are 
many sightless children!
(Su 1990: 24-25; translation mine)
In the first poem, published in 1959, the reflections of the fire 
extinguisher in the narrator’s eyes are only visible to the eyes of 
the child. The transition from consuming anger to freely flowing 
tears suggests an epiphany, a moment of sudden enlightenment, 
that e ffects salvation and em ancipation for the torm ented 
narrator. In the second poem, written in 1975, although the 
images and the way they are structured are clearly influenced by 
Shang Qin, the s ign ificance of the encounter between the 
narrator and the child takes on a different meaning. In contrast to 
the child being the unwitting teacher to the adult narrator in “Rre 
Extinguisher,” it is the child’s helplessness in Su’s poem that 
moves the narrator to transform himself into a television set so 
as to fu lfill the child 's im possible wish to watch te levision. 
Whereas the emphasis in “Fire Extinguisher” is on the innate 
wisdom of the child, in Su's poem it is the compassion of the 
narrator that brings about the m iraculous m etamorphosis.
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Finally，Shang Qin’s poem ends on a positive note; the multiple 
reflections of the narrator’s face in the child’s innocent eyes 
symbolically restore his faith in humanity. In contrast, although a 
m iracle takes place in the second ha lf o f Su's poem, the 
projection of multiple images of the blind child on the television 
screen suggests frustration, even futility. Ironically, the child's 
multiple reflections only make the narrator more acutely aware of 
his own blindness, and of the fact that many more suffer from 
the same handicap. Like the sky, the television screen remains 
“deep” and “dark.”
Although there are common themes in Su Shaolin's and 
Shang Qin's poetry, Su deals more with personal relationships. 
The family is a major motif in Su's work; it is expressed in a 
special configuration of images and themes. I will briefly discuss 
two significant aspects: parent-child and marital relationships. 
One of his most famous poems，“Seven Feet of Cloth” （Qichi 
bu), sensitively captures adolescent psychology:
Mother only bought seven feet of cloth. How I regret that I did 
not have the nerve to buy it myself. I said: tlMom, seven feet is 
not enough. It’ll take eight feet.” Mother said: “Seven feet used to 
be enough. Have you grown?” I did not respond with a single 
word, which caused Mother to become shorter self-consciously.
Mother still uses the old measurements and draws a “me” on the 
cloth. Then she cuts it out slowly with scissors. Slowly I weep. 
Ah, cut me out, cut me open, sew me up with needle and thread, 
mend me...makejne a man.i
- (Su 1990: 19; translation mine)
_ *
Through an impressive economy of language and the use of a 
controlled voice, the，poem depicts the “growing pain” associated 
with the physical change of a teenage boy and the concomitant 
need fo r em otional and psycholog ical adjustm ents. At the 
trans ition  stage between a child and a man, the narrator 
w ish e s— but has not ye t le a rn ed  how — to asse rt his 
independence more d irectly  (for exam ple, buying his own 
c lo th e s ). The con fus ion  and aw kw ardness  th a t he is 
experiencing also prevents him from  com municating more
七尺布
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openly with his mother, who apparently has not noticed a recent 
spurt of growth in her son. Although he does not insist on buying 
more material for sewing, his silence registers his disagreement 
and displeasure. The image of the mother getting shorter as 
result of this silent treatment gives an interesting twist to the 
narrative. For it is not so much the mother as the narrator who is 
s e lf-co n sc io u s , pe rhaps even em barrassed , abou t the 
conversational exchange. The second stanza probes deeper 
into the parent-child relationship. The image ,of the mother as an 
attentive seamstress evokes the love and c&re that goes into her 
effort to raise her son. The word “still” iq the first sentence is 
especially meaningful. It suggests that, while acknowledging her 
care with gratitude, the narrator is saddened by the inevitable 
gap that exists between them as he matures into manhood. The 
poem illustrates Su at his best: he can express a complex theme 
through a deceptively simple language and a seemingly trivial 
incident.
The other family relationship that figures prominently in 
Su's prose poems is m arriage. Here the treatm ent is also 
multifaceted, as seen in the theme of loneliness in "The Moment 
of Contrast” （Duizhao de shike) and that of companionship in “At 
the End of the Shadow ” （Yingzi de jin tou). Let us look at 
“Photocopying Machine” （Fuyinji)，written in 1975:
My wife lay down flat and I rolled down on top of her wet with the 
ink of life. Next morning, finding a photocopied reproduction of 
my body, complete with scrawny limbs and a sunken chest on 
the sheet beneath her，f asked: “Are you perhaps a photocopier 
that will reproduce my image for the rest of your life?" She burst 
into tears, not answering.
In the course of these nightly reproductions, my body image— 
subject as it was to the traumas of living—appeared to my 
amazement in countless layers on the bed, shriveled and 
misshapen. In the end, the image sat up and opened out into a 
very, very old me.
(Su 1990: 32; translated by Simon Patton)
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Although the central image of photocopying denotes exact 
re p ro d u c tio n , the poem in fa c t dea ls  w ith  d is to rtio n  or 
transformation. The trials and tribulations of life have turned the 
narrator into a “scrawny” man with “a sunken chest，” a “shriveled 
and misshapen” man who has aged prematurely. Moreover, the 
reversal between subject and object that Xiao Xiao (1998: 336- 
38) has noted as characteristic of Taiwanese prose poetry is a 
common device in Su's work. Here, rather than being the person 
in control, the narrator is but the aggregate of his photocopies.
The loss of subjectivity to photocopies is a poignant comment: 
one is consumed gradually by the daily toils of making a living to 
the point that one is no longer one’s own master.
The comparison of the wife to a photocopier suggests that 
the hardships of life have made the couple inseparable; one is 
reflected in the eyes of the other. The husband’s question also 
contains a hint that it is in her eyes that he finds validation for his 
existence. If this is a valid interpretation, then her tears express 
sorrow, empathy with his daily struggle, and perhaps resignation 
to the fact that, whether they like it or not, they have become 
one entity. The deep bond between husband and wife also finds 
expression in 1 At the End of the Shadow," in which the husband- 
narrator willingly follows his wife through the darkness of his 
journey through life.
U n de rsco ring  S u ’s p rose poe try  as a w ho le  is his 
continuing contemplation on, and relentless quest of, identity.
His extensive treatm ent of fam ilial and social relationships, 
memory，and aging，js related to his interest in how a man 
defines himself in relation to the world. Physical transformation, 
or metamorphosis，plgys a central role in the “Shocking” series 
and distinguishes Su most clearly from other poets of the genre 
in question. As we have seen in “Photocopying M achine，” 
metamorphosis is usually effected by a reversal of roles, which 
involves switching the identities of the narrator and an other— 
whether it is a person, a living creature, or an inanimate object.
For instance，in “Pear” （Li), the narrator’s left hand turns into the 梨 
brown-skinned pear that he is peeling w ith his right hand. 
Sometimes metamorphosis and role reversal are based on the 
principle of analogy, sometimes on the principle of contiguity. In 
cases invo lv ing  the form er, Su often em ploys com pound 
analogy, rather than simple analogy, in which one comparison is
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superimposed on another. For instance, in 'The Fan Hanging 
from the Ceiling” （D/ao za/ f/anrti/a6an c/e af/ans/7an)，the fan is 
first compared to a dragonfly. Then, through the association 
between the fan and its reflections in the teacups, the narrator- 
host and the guest are com pared to both ceiling fans and 
dragonflies.
If the shifting boundaries of identity offer Su a wide range 
of perspectives, expressed through the metamorphosis of the 
se lf into other form s of being, they alsto reveal a sense of 
uncertainty and anxiety. “Mixed Blood” （Hiinxue’er) is just such 
an example:
On a crinkled, yellow morning, I found my name huddled among 
its kin of unknown skin colors in a household registry book, and 
held tightly by another name. I scolded that name: ''Su Shaolian! 
Why are you holding my name?” Startled, the three-character 
name Su Shaolian let go, covered its face with hands, and 
started weeping. Soon my name followed suit, its tears wetting 
the household registry.
Only because there was nobody by that name did the three 
characters su shao lian attach themselves to my name, my 
nationality, my tradition, my lineage, and how wrong it was of me 
to abandon them!
(Su 1990: 32; translation mine)
In the poem，the poet-narrator has two names: “my name” and 
“another name”； the latter is “Su Shaolian，” but “my name” is 
never revealed. Further, the names that huddle together in the 
registry are described as belonging to a zu, meaning “race or 
ethnicity." Not only are the names like peoples, but they are of 
“unknown skin color” as well. Contrary to conventions，we are 
told that “Su Shaolian” is not the poet’s real name, that it is only 
a substanceless being that attaches itself to "my name, my 
nationality, my heritage, my lineage.1 What, then, constitutes 
personal identity? The poem suggests that names are arbitrary 
labels, not re liable indicators o f personal identity. Further, 
although the poet acknowledges the tie, established through 
tim e，between a man’s name and his fam ilial, cu ltu ra l，and
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national origins, what is kept unrevealed throughout the poem is 
his “real name,” which cannot be identified by any of these 
indices. The lls e lf remains an existence that is more elusive and 
intangible, thus perhaps more profound and free, than can be 
defined by conventional markers (even the most basic marker, 
skin color, is rejected by the poet).
In the early 1970s, Taiwan suffered a series of diplomatic 
setbacks in the international arena, which seriously undermined 
the GMD's claim to being the only legitimate government of 
C h ina . In reac tion  to the c r is is , in te lle c tu a ls  advocated 
nationalism and sought to establish a strong national cultural 
identity. Modern poetry came under attack for its obscurity, overt 
westernization, and alienation from social reality, which led to the 
Debate on Modern Poetry in 1972-73. The Debate was a 
precursor to the Native Literature Movement in 1977-79, which 
was a full-fledged endeavor to promote realism, nativism, and 
nationalism in literature. If “Mixed Blood” is an anomaly in the 
climate of the 1970s, “Eaves” （Yan), written less than a year 
later, seems to be a direct response to the Native Literature 
Movement in addressing the issue of cultural identity:
The carved dragon at the corner of the eaves, erect and blocking 
the sky, soars high and tumbles down in my heart. A swallow 
builds a nest under the eaves; in the nest a face, with wings 
fluttering, raises higher and higher, then comes down dejectedly 
in my heart. Using tears that flow, I take a photograph.
In the photograph, the rain never ceases, an old peddler hands 
me an erect umbrella. I build a nest under it with the swallow. I 
lift my face and see the carved dragon on top of the umbrella 
calling out: llCh1na."
(Su 1990: 68; translation mine)
The poem begins and ends with the m ajestic image of the 
carved dragon, an unm istakable symbol of Old China. The 
swallow may well represent Taiwan, with the baby bird in the 
nest perhaps representing the younger generation. The swallow 
building a nest under the beautifully carved eaves suggests 
Taiwan's strong identification with China. Like the narrator, the 
swallow is suffering in inclement weather. (The image of the
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narrator using his tears to take a picture of the swallow harks 
back to Shang Qin’s “Fire Extinguisher,) However, we see a 
glimmer of hope at the end of the poem, where the dragon and 
the swallow find a common home above/beneath the umbrella.
By describing both the eaves and the umbrella as “erect” 
勃起 (boqi)—which has clear sexual connotations in Chinese— the
poem refers to one o f the central tropes in the nationalist 
discourse during the 1970s, in which westernized, modernist 
literature was disparaged as emasculated, weak, and sickly, 
whereas rea list lite ra ture  addressing social concerns was 
exalted as masculine, strong, and healthy (Xi 1998).
In a sense, then, “Eaves” presag泠s the next stage of 
development for Su Shaolian. After the 1970s, his style took a 
sharp turn toward long narrative poems addressing socially 
oriented themes in the 1980s and children’s poetry in the 1990s. 
Prose poetry virtually disappeared from his work and did not re- 
em erge un til the la te  1990s. N e ve rthe less , the 1970s 
established Su as a leading poet of prose poetry in the history of 
modern Chinese poetry. W hile Shang Q in ’s work from the 
1950s-60s provided the most important model, Su’s “Shocking” 
series represents an expansion of Shang Qin’s thematic range 
on one hand, and a narrower approach to poetic structure on the 
other. Every prose poem in the series consists of two stanzas, 
with the second being a dramatic transformation or reversal of 
林熠德 the first. I disagree with Lin Yaode (1962-1996) that the first 
stanza always presents the vehicle or signifier of a metaphor, 
and the second stanza its tenor or signified (Lin 1986: 25), and I 
think that the invariably binary structure of Su's prose poems is 
rather mechanical.
From a historical point of view, Su Shaolian is an important 
link in the developmeni of prose poetry in modern Chinese 
poetry. Earlier prose poetry, whether on the mainland in the May 
Fourth period (as represented by Lu Xun) or in colonial Taiwan 
in the 1930s (by the Le Moulin poets), was sporad ic and 
disparate. However, from the 1950s to the 1970s, prose poetry 
made such a profound impact on the literary scene that a distinct 
strand of prose poetry with shared characteristics is traceable 
from Ji Xian, Shang Qin, and Guan Guan to Su Shaolian and 
others. This minor tradition of prose poetry also constitutes a 
salient feature of modern Chinese poetry in Taiwan.
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The Nature Poetics of Liu Kexiang
Given the dominance of the surrealist model for prose 
poetry in contemporary Taiwan as exemplified by Shang Qin and 
Su Shaolian，the work of Liu Kexiang (1957- ) deserves special 
mention. Like Su, Liu is a native of Taizhong. Since graduation 
from the Chinese Culture University, he has been working as a 
journalist in Taipei. In 1978, a week after he published his first 
book o f poetry, he reca lled  and des troyed  it w ith ou t an 
explanation, but his reputation as a poet was firmly established 
by the next three prize-winning collections that came out in 
1980-85. Liu was best known in the early 1980s for his political 
poetry. Whereas most political poetry at the time tended to be 
e ither angry d iatribes against the repressive GMD or self- 
righteous declarations of political idealism, Liu was interested in 
a revisionist reading of Taiwanese history by dealing with topics 
that were taboos at the time (like the February 28th Incident). He 
also mounted critiques, through poetry, of prejudices against and 
exploitations of women and the poor.
Nature, however, has always been an important motif in 
Liu’s work, and since the early 1980s，Liu has increasingly 
devoted himself to nature writing. In fact, he is one of the first 
poets to address the issue of ecology in Taiwan and is often 
labeled as an llecological poet" (shengtai shiren). Although 
reportage literature is the genre he usually chooses to write in 
about indigenous birds, and for this he has won the endearing 
nickname “Bird Man、(n/ao厂en)，his 1988 book of prose poetry， 
titled Views of a Flying Squirrel (Xiao wushu de kanfa), also 
contains much nature writing.
The book pose*s the question of genre. Nowhere in the 
book does the poet refer to it as prose poetry. However, there 
are clues for categorizing Views of a Flying Squirrel as prose 
poetry. In the preface written by Liu's friend Zhang Wenli, the 
pieces in the collection are said to be a “prose series，” although 
Zhang also tells us that the poet is fond of Lu Xun’s Grass， 
which for Zhang is Uprose with a strong poetic flavor" (Liu 1988: 
3). We may deduce from the comparison that Views o f a Flying 
Squirrel is indeed a work of prose poetry.
A lthough it is d ifficu lt to give prose poetry a precise 
definition, we may borrow a phrase from Michel Beaujour: for
劉克襄
生態詩人 
烏人
小鼯鼠的看法 
張文翊
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him prose poetry is a kind of "short epiphany1 (Beaujour 1983). 
Whereas brevity is the most important formal feature of prose 
poetry, epiphany— a revelation of Being— defines its ontological 
thrust. Further, brevity necessitates condensation of meaning, 
which enhances the effect of a revelatory moment. We have 
seen am ple exam ples o f both in the poets o f an e a rlie r 
generation, and I believe that, despite significant differences, Liu 
Kexiang's Views of a Flying Squirrel also satisfies these criteria.
Written over a three-year period, from 1984 to 1987 (but 
m ostly in 1986-87), the book contains, seventy-six poems, 
divided into four sections. In both form a〇d content, Views of a 
Flying Squirrel is clearly distinguishable from the prose poetry 
tradition of Shang Qin and Su Shaolian. Ih contrast to the jolting 
incongruity and mysterious metamorphoses that shock and 
delight in the earlier poets, Liu presents the physical world in 
realist detail. Whereas the earlier poets adopt the narrative 
mode, Liu may som etim es use a narrative outline, but the 
p redo m inan t m ode th ro u g h o u t the book is ly r ica l and 
contemplative. At the most obvious level, in contrast to the 
critica l perspectives o f the earlie r poets on the existentia l 
conditions of modern man, Liu focuses on a wide range of 
creatures living in the natural world.
Views of a Flying Squirrel presents an immense expanse 
of space and time, encompassing not only all of nature but also 
Earth and the galaxy on one hand, and reaching back in time to 
the Age of G laciers on the other. The book is dotted with 
vignettes of childhood memory, such as character sketches and 
m em orable scenes. There are also oblique re fe rences to 
political persecutions and injustices from the past, although they 
are never explicitly treated as such. Clearly, the focus of the 
book is on creatures living in the natural world.
The poet has great respect for nature’s creatures. This is 
reflected, above all, in the language. The poet uses terms that 
are normally reserved for humans to refer to other living things. 
For instance, green tortoises are “discoverers,” Irish elks and 
sea turtledoves have “children，” the word for human offspring 
子孫 (zisun) is used to refer to the progeny of gray whales, and 
penguins gather in their “cities.” In the title poem，the flying 
squirrel is simply referred to as “he” throughout.
The use of a language that does not observe grammatical
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rules regarding categories is indicative of the perspective from 
which the poet depicts the creatures of nature. The T  in the 
poem is not always human; when Liu evoks the perspective of a 
fable, it may be a stag or a pig. The poet freely adopts the 
perspective of the creature he writes about, and switches back 
and fo rth  in a poem  as if  the  tw o p e rsp e c tive s  are 
interchangeable. As the poet says in “The H unter’s Heart” 
(Lieren zhi xin): ,lHe has a genealogical tie with everything. 
Nature is the only totemH (83). Correlated with this dissolution of 
the boundary between the human and the non-human, or that 
between culture and nature, is the emergence of commonality 
and identification.
This poetics of commonality and identification is best 
expressed through the device of juxtaposition. In uThe Desires of 
Green Tortoises” （Liise haigui de yuwang), the narrative about 
the tortoises is intertwined with that of the sailors on a warship 
moored in the harbor, the former in stanzas 1, 3, and 5, the latter 
in stanzas 2 and 4. Guided by instincts, the tortoises swim for 
three years toward the island, with the male protecting the 
female along the way. When they reach the destination, they 
mate, lay eggs, and rest in preparation for the return voyage 
next year. At the same time, for three months the sailors are 
busy getting ready for their next mission: setting up equipment, 
doing inspections and test runs, and stocking up on food and 
p rov is ions  (inc lud ing  p e n ic illin  and condom s). They are 
preparing for their month-long voyage across the Indian Ocean 
to Africa, where they*will load their uranium. The poem ends with 
the image of the newborn tortoises rushing toward the source of 
light, reiterating their discovery of the sea.
In drawing a 'para lle l between human behavior and the 
behavior of other creatures, the poet always uses the latter as 
the model for the former, rather than the other way around. He 
reminds us that, contrary to what humans think, animal behavior 
is in every way as sophisticated and meaningful as ours. Or, to 
put it in another way, the elaborate rituals that humans have 
refined over time are, in the final analysis, not unique or very 
different from those in the natural world. Humor comes to the 
fore in “The Violin Player” （Tiqin yanzou zhe)，also written in 
1986:
獵人之心
綠色海龜的慾望
提琴演奏者
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“Please snuff out your cigarette.”
By the Wallaba River in the Southern Hemisphere, violin birds 
begin their mating season in the early summer. At the end of 
spring, the indigo male bird begins to build a nest. The tiny 
bedroom is tented up with bunches of tawny grass; at the 
entrance is a display platform. On the platform are dry stalks and 
grass stems. There are also many decorations, such as parrot 
feathers, portions of a beetle's body, anql tiny blue and yellow 
flowers. They are covered with the staple food, cicadas, plus 
other leaves and creamy white snail shelly. Then he flies off from 
the display platform, trims the leaves on the branches so that 
sunlight can come through. In the woods, these decorations give 
off a golden glow.
November, along the northern coast. Their BMW speeds down 
the freeway. The destination is unimportant. The colorful glass 
ball rolls back and forth in the groove on the dashboard. Several 
times it almost falls off, but it always manages to roll back to the 
other end. It’s the only sound in the car, which resonates with the 
silken rain in the strong wind throughout the journey. The 
windshield wipers flap up and down to reveal the misty road 
ahead. He lights another Marlboro.
Mating begins. He stands on a tall tree on one side to intimidate 
other male birds from getting closer. He emits a strange, high- 
pitched sound that he has learned from other creatures. When 
the female bird appears, he picks up a decoration, shakes his 
indigo plumes, and struts about on the display platform. While 
doing this, he softly coos.
When they fill gas at a rest station, she stays in the car. He goes 
inside the store to buy coffee, cigarettes, and hotdogs. The car 
takes off again. He holds the steering wheel while chewing and 
listening to pop music playing on the radio. She’s not hungry at 
all. The colorful glass ball is still rolling back and forth; the wind 
and the rain have not let up either.
The female bird observes the suitor carefully.
(Liu 1988: 84-85; translation mine)
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The parallel is obviously intended, but, besides the violin bird, 
human courtship seems to pale. In contrast to the lengths to 
which the bird goes to beautify his nest, the only decoration in 
the car is the colorful glass ball, which runs the risk of falling off 
at any m oment. There is a h ila rious paralle l between the 
strutting and singing of the male bird and the fancy car, the radio 
music, and perhaps even the twice-mentioned cigarette of the 
male driver. Both males display, subtly or not so subtly, their sex 
appeal to attract the female, who, in contrast, observes carefully 
but withholds a decision. Despite the different trappings, the 
ritual from time immemorial is truly universal and has never 
changed.
It is not jus t that humans are no different from other 
creatures; these creatures are in fact superior, according to the 
poet. The last stanza of “W hales’ O ffspring” （Jing de zisun) 
reads:
We are whales. Our hands have evolved into side fins. Often 
floating above the sea surface, shooting water jets up high, 
basking in seven-colored sunshine, we have no need to gather 
food for the four seasons. All we want to do is sing and play 
games; our only ability is to embrace ourselves.
(Liu 1988: 43; translation mine)
Reversing the an tfiropocentric  scheme of things, the poet 
regards whales as a more evolved species than humans. 
Although non-human creatures appear simple-minded, they in 
fact possess an ability that many humans have lost: the ability to 
embrace themselves. The implication is clear. Humans do not 
make the laws for nature to abide by; it is the other way around. 
In “The Meaning of Early Summer” （Chuxia de yiyi)，the poet 
suggests that we only need to look to nature as a model for the 
most basic and important elements of our lives: we learn about 
“existence，” “migration，” “reproduction，” and “community” from 
bumble bees，dandelions，thrushes，and cicadas. In “Wolf Howl” 
(Langhao), the poet contemplates the meaning of the howl, 
which pertains to “procreation，territory，and food-hunting” （68). 
For him, Chinese people still have so much more to learn from 
nature: (lWhen it comes to the spirit of natural sciences, the East 
has yet to be enlightened!” （5)
鯨的子孫
初夏的意義
狼嗥
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陶 淵 明 王 維  
遠離城市
What does poetry have to do with all this? I would suggest 
that for Liu Kexiang poetry is not just a vehicle, a way with 
words, through which to express his feelings and thoughts with 
regard to nature, but it is part of what it means to live in harmony 
with nature. Poetry, in this sense, is not a human prerogative but 
is part of nature. In “The Meaning of Early Summer，” he sees 
penguins living “under the starry sky of poetry, in the kingdom of 
natural history” （5)_ In “Love of the Antarctic” （Nanji zhi a i)，he 
uses <lpoetry and a telescope to do short-distance observations" 
(119). “About the G iant-Headed W h a l_ ’ (Guanyu ju tou jing) 
concludes with these lines:
The Big Dipper is still behind us, illuminating the path ahead; ten 
thousand long poems, written on the sea. We are still nomads 
roaming in the vastest domain of life in the world, sniffing at the 
sea that our ancestors sniffed at, singing and playing games 
freely along the way, keeping company with the lonely earth.
(Liu 1988: 50; translation mine)
Views o f a Flying Squirrel is not just a collection of writings about 
nature; it is steeped in what we may call "nature poetics." What 
the poet suggests through these prose poems is that there is a 
naturalist basis for poetry; the power of poetry is no different 
from that of nature, and there cannot be one without the other. If 
the constant presence o f nature and the motif of returning to 
nature recalls nature poetry in other times and traditions, some 
distinctions also ought to be pointed out. Liu's nature poetics is 
perhaps more radical than European Romanticism: nature, in all 
its physical dimensions (involving the diverse yet ultimately 
interconnected and harmonious communities of living things), is 
divine. The poet does not need to go beyond the visible realm to 
search for transcendental meanings; the dichotomy between 
man and nature and the consequent heroic effort to overcome it 
are irrelevant and categorically rejected.
Liu’s emphasis on nature as the model for humans is 
reminiscent of ancient Taoist or Zen-inspired poetics, of which 
Tao Yuanming (365-427) and Wang Wei (701-61) are among the 
best-known examples. In fact, the ending of "Far Away from the 
City” （Yuanli Chengshi) reminds us of Tao Yuanming’s “Preface
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to the Poem on Peach Blossom Spring" (Taohuayuan j i  bing xu)t 
which tells the story of a fisherman's serendipitous discovery of 
a hidden community of harmony and equality, a utopia that 
cannot be achieved on earth. The concise narrative prose, 
dramatic plot, and surprise ending of this piece make it resemble 
closely the prose poetry o f Shang Qin or Su Shaolian. The 
narrator in Liu's poem, however, appears as the opposite of 
Tao's fisherman, whose betrayal is motivated by greed:
Like an observer of wild birds, I leave nothing except footprints in 
[the farmer's] fields, brooks, and woods. At last I give him my 
guarantee that I will never tell anybody about this place, never 
tell anybody what I have done.
(Liu 1998: 107; translation mine)
The s im ila r it ie s  and d iffe rences  are s ig n ifica n t. Like the 
fisherm an in Tao's ta le, the narra tor in Liu's poem travels 
aimlessly, passes by a farmhouse on the way, and spends a 
n igh t the re  as a guest. L ike the Peach B lossom  Spring 
community, the farmhouses in the hinterland suggest a simple 
lifestyle compatible with nature. However, in Tao's tale, although 
the residents of the community treat him kindly and ask him not 
to disclose their whereabouts, the minute the fisherman turns 
around he m arks the path and goes s tra igh t to the local 
government. In contrast, the narrator in the modern poem vows 
never to divulge wh^re he has been. In Tao's tale, neither the 
government nor anyone else is able to find Peach Blossom 
Spring. The tale suggests that greed has destroyed the primal 
harmony between humans and nature, hence the mysterious 
disappearance o f'tlte  marks. In the modern poem, not being 
able to find the place is exactly what the narrator hopes for, in 
order to protect nature from pollution and destruction.
The resonance between two poems sixteen centuries 
apart does not mean that Liu Kexiang’s nature poetics is the 
same as Tao's Taoism. Our preceding discussion points to a 
significant difference between Liu and the Chinese tradition. 
W hereas nature  in tra d it io n a l C h inese  poe try  is usua lly  
represented by inanimate objects (for example, mountains and 
rivers, pine trees, chrysanthemums) and natural phenomena (for 
example, clouds, the rising and setting of the sun and the moon,
桃花源記并序
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seasonal changes), Liu’s prose poetry bespeaks a powerful 
bond of camaraderie, even brotherhood, between the poet- 
narrator and other living creatures, whether it is a gray whale, a 
w h ite  egret, a spider, o r a d ragonfly . Hum ans and o the r 
creatures are, after all, the children of Mother Earth, as the poet 
詩人大夢 says in “The Poet’s G reat D ream ” （Shiren dam eng). This 
brotherhood finds a moving expression in “Tropical Rain Forest”：
Took a tour to a small island between the Equator and the Tropic 
of Cancer. Wet, humid green, ceaselessly fattening in the air. For 
five days running, we pass through the rain forest. There is no 
snow or prairie, nor hibernation, even iri dreams. An ornithologist 
in our group is here to look for a horned osprey particular to this 
place, a species on the brink of extinction. Every evening as 
dusk descends, we call out in imitation of this bird, but all we 
hear is our own weak voices, sent out unanswered. The 
aboriginal guide says: without sound, the forest will disappear. 
And I am once again too upset to sleep; awake for the entire 
night, I press my cheek to the Earth, spreading out my arms into 
a curve and holding it tight.
(Liu 1988: 118; translated by Andrea Lingenfelter)
The arm that reaches out to hold the earth is reminiscent of the 
earth's curving arm that embraces ail its children. The feeble 
voices that the narrator and his fellow travelers send out are 
faint echoes of nature’s myriad vo ices，now on the brink of 
vanishing into silence forever.
Conclusion
I envision the study of literature in terms of four concentric 
circles. At the center is the literary text, which is the core of 
literary study. The next circle is the history of a genre, which 
traces its evolution and the author’s role in it. The next circle is 
lite ra ry  h istory, w hich may inc lude, but is not lim ited  to, 
biographical information about the author, the literary field in 
which the author positions him/herself, and the relations of the 
genre under study to other genres or other art forms. Finally, the 
outermost circle consists of cultura卜social contexts that bear on 
the literary subject. Though separate, these concentric circles
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are interconnected. Whereas it does not matter which circle one 
begins with, it is not until all four of them have coalesced into a 
coherent whole that a study is considered complete.
In this paper, I have examined the rise and development of 
prose poetry in modern Chinese poetry, with an emphasis on 
contemporary Taiwan. Tracing its first appearance to the 1910s, 
I have analyzed the conditions under which prose poetry did 
not— could not—flourish in mainland China in the Republican 
period and later during the Mao era. Further, I have placed the 
success of prose poetry in postwar Taiwan in multiple contexts: 
literary, cultural, and sociopolitical. Whereas such historicizing 
accounts for why and how a literary phenomenon comes about, 
ultimately it is the individual talents of the poets who, with their 
work, determine the content and texture of literary history. The 
surrealist work of Shang Qin in the 1950s-60s and Su Shaolian 
in the 1970s has firmly established prose poetry as an important 
genre in modern Chinese poetry. The work of Liu Kexiang in the 
1980s adds a refreshing voice to Taiwan's mainstream prose 
poetry, enriching it with a poetics that gives primacy to nature. 
Taken together, the works of these three poets represent some 
of the most outstanding achievements in Chinese prose poetry 
and will inspire generations of poets to come.
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